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Europe is at a crossroads. In a fast-changing world and growing uncertainty, bold action is needed to 

boost our economic competitiveness while, at the same time, strengthen our strategic autonomy. With 

security and resilience at the centre of the political agenda and growing pressure on the Europe’s growth 

model, key economic dependencies are turning into geopolitical vulnerabilities.  

In that context, the existing dependencies on imported inputs, such as fertilisers, feed and energy are 

not only threats for our food security, but central vulnerabilities with an impact on our security. 

Reducing these strategic dependencies is therefore crucial for the EU’s preparedness and security 

agenda. Collective action is needed by all actors to guarantee that the EU can amplify both its internal 

and external security (1). 

The Union's high dependence of the protein supply from a limited number of origins, not only 

makes our agri-food system vulnerable to global market fluctuations, it also affects the capacity to 

derisk the supply chains and limits progress on the sustainability transition.  

As announced in the Vision for Agriculture and Food (2), the Commission has developed this 

comprehensive plan to address these challenges, integrating policy, research and on the ground efforts 

to create a more autonomous and sustainable EU protein system, while at the same time diversifying 

the sources of imports. This responds to the political call by the Leaders enshrined in the Versailles 

Declaration (3) of 2022, to increase the EU production of plant-based proteins.  

Scaling up sustainable plant-based protein production in the EU requires finding the right 

incentives for the development of both the supply and the demand as a key step for the EU to 

advance on the transformative resilience needed on the continent. A resilient and sustainable protein 

system will not only contribute to the EU objectives of food security and energy, but will also create 

new opportunities in rural areas, contribute to the climate neutrality goal by 2050 and will accelerate 

the implementation of the objectives established in the recent EU Bioeconomy Strategy (4) and the 

Fertiliser Action Plan (5).   

The transition towards a resilient and sustainable protein system requires enhanced policy 

coordination aiming at: 

- Increasing open strategic autonomy by expanding sustainable EU protein supply through 

incentivises for farmers to adopt diversified production systems with reduced fertiliser needs, 

enabling farmers to cultivate healthy and resilient protein crops; 

- improving the resilience, competitiveness and preparedness of the wider EU protein system, 

including feed industry, by advancing research and innovation and scaling up investments; 

- strengthening the EU protein value chains by improving market attractiveness and incentivising 

demand and promoting local solutions. 

These actions will deliver on the EU’s circularity, climate and energy objectives which create 

additional stimulus and business cases for the farmers to engage in protein diversification.    

 
(1) European Commission, Strategic Foresight Report Resilience 2.0: Empowering the EU to thrive amid 

turbulence and uncertainty, COM(2025)484 final. 

(2) European Commission, A Vision for Agriculture and Food Shaping together an attractive farming and agri-

food sector for future generations, COM(2025) 75 final.  

(3) Council of the European Union, Agriculture and Fisheries Council on Proteins: supply, production and 

sustainability, 14 July 2025; European Council, The Versailles declaration, 10 and 11 March 2022.  

(4) European Commission, A Strategic Framework for a Competitive and Sustainable EU Bioeconomy, 

COM(2025) 960 final. 

(5) European Commission, Fertiliser Action Plan: Partnership for ensuring the availability, affordability and 

strategic autonomy in home-grown EU fertilisers, COM(2026) 310 final.  
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This Plan sets out the key facts, identifies leverage points and suggests actions across the supply chain 

to achieve this aim. It complements the Livestock Strategy adopted on XXX. 

1. Plant protein supply in the EU 
The EU is home to one of the most competitive and sustainable agricultural production systems in the 

world. However, this strength is constrained by dependencies on imports of feed with high protein 

content. Support under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) has increased domestic supply of plant 

protein but the potential to further strengthen is there, albeit with some natural and structural limitations.  

An EU production largely based on roughage and cereals with a limited 
share of protein crops 
The EU produces a significant amount of plant protein, but mainly in the form of roughage and cereals, 

i.e. in the form of low to medium protein content products. In the 2025/26 marketing year, the EU 

produced about 67 million tonnes of plant protein (6), with roughage at around 31 million tonnes of 

protein and cereals at around 29 million tonnes (7) (figure 1)(8). Grasslands account for more than half 

of roughage. The EU’s production of protein-rich plants (9) stood at 7.2 million tonnes of protein in 

2025/26, having grown significantly over the previous two decades. The production of protein from dry 

pulses reached 1.3 million tonnes in 2025/26 (10). Although this is a small share of the total, their 

production increased by 53% for the period 2021-2026 compared to the period 2011-2016. 

 Plant protein 

(million tonnes) 
Share 

Roughage 30.6 45.5% 

Cereals 29.4 43.7% 

Oilseeds (excluding soya bean) 5.0 7.5% 

Protein crops 

Dry pulses 

2.2 

1.3 

3.3% 

1.9% 

Soya bean 0.9 1.4% 

Total 67.2 100% 

Figure 1: EU plant-protein production in marketing year 2025/26  
Source: DG AGRI – Balance Sheets 

To note, a shift towards more protein crops with higher protein content than other arable crops would 

have only a limited impact on the overall crude plant protein balance, due to their comparatively lower 

yields. However, increasing the share of protein crops in rotation could reduce greenhouse-gas (GHG) 

emissions by reducing the need for fertilisers, whose production and use emit GHG.  

 
(6) Commission estimates based on the EU cereals and oilseeds balance sheets and EU feed balance sheet. 

(7) Roughage is grass, silage maize, fodder legumes, and dried fodder. 

(8) Statistics in this document are further detailed in factsheets available here: Reducing the plan protein deficit 

of the EU - Agriculture and rural development. 

(9) Protein-rich plants are defined as arable crops with a protein content of more than 15%, i.e., oilseeds and 

protein crops. 

(10) Dry pulses are field peas, broad beans, lupins and other protein crops. 
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feed additives (e.g., vitamins, amino acids) are heavily imported by the EU, particularly from China 

that holds an ultra-dominant position on the global market of these substances, and even a quasi-

monopoly for some. Therefore, the EU feed, livestock and aquaculture sectors have very limited 

opportunities to diversify their sourcing, as developed further below in the text. n the other hand, 

extensive livestock systems, particularly grass-fed ruminants and organic production, rely significantly 

less on imported feed.  

Finally, it is to be underlined that the EU is one of the most efficient global producers of animal 

protein in terms of GHG emissions per unit of output (18). Reducing EU animal production [] would 

largely replace EU animal product consumption with more carbon-intensive imports, increasing the 

GHG footprint of EU animal product consumption and causing undue disruption to the EU animal 

product value chain.  

Circularity as a driving principle 
Overall, plant proteins from a variety of edible and non-edible sources play a significant role in the 

circular bioeconomy, including when transformed by livestock into food and manure.  While several 

crops with a feed use are also processed for non-feed uses in industry, for energy production, or as food, 

they still can generate high protein by-products for feed or food. For example, oil from oilseeds can be 

separated for human or energy use, while the remaining co-products, high in protein, can be used for 

animal feed or food. These co-products from processed crops constitute a major source of protein 

for EU livestock. They account for around 37% of total livestock protein intake, highlighting the strong 

interconnection between food, feed, energy and industrial value chains. 

Bioenergy policies have a direct effect on the availability of protein for feed as a co-product and on the 

profitability of EU protein rich crops. . Co-products from EU energy application (19) account for 47.2% 

of all oilseed meals and represent 6.3% of the total feed used in the EU. Co-products from the food and 

beverage industry account for 6% of the protein intake of EU livestock, though, former foodstuffs 

account for only 0.7%, due to regulatory constraints related to feed safety. Safely using protein co-

products from food processing for feed could be expended as it contributes to the reduction of food 

waste.  

Various protein efficiencies by type of livestock  
The protein efficiency of livestock production can be assessed through the conversion rate of feed 

protein to animal protein. The poultry-egg sector has the highest protein-conversion efficiency, with 3.6 

kg of feed protein required to produce 1 kg of animal protein (kg feed protein/kg animal protein), 

followed by the pig sector with 5.5 kg feed protein/kg animal protein and dairy cow milk sector with 

5.8 kg feed protein/kg animal protein. The meat cattle sector uses 15.9 kg feed protein/kg animal 

protein. The growing relative consumption of poultry meat in a context of decline of the other meats 

could contribute, to some extent, to reducing the EU's dependence on imported feed by improving the 

overall efficiency of feed protein utilisation. 

Food 
In the EU, 64% of protein consumed by humans is animal-based (Figure 4). This share rises to 67% in 

the USA, while in China, plant-based protein accounts for 59% of human protein consumption. The 

 
(18) FAO Global Livestock Environmental Assessment Model (GLEAM) 

foodandagricultureorganization.shinyapps.io/GLEAMV3_Public/. 
19 i.e. oilseed meals obtained from soya bean, rapeseed and sunflower seed crushed in the EU for the production 

of oils used for energy purposes. 
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Both plant-based protein products and alternative protein products face several common 

challenges that will have to be overcome before they are adopted more widely and integrated into 

EU diets. Public understanding and acceptance are particularly critical in areas like food technology, 

where innovation intersects with health and sustainability considerations. Furthermore, affordability, 

taste, convenience, nutritional aspects and labelling of these products can be additional constraints. 

Importantly, the sustainability and safety of alternative protein products require thorough assessment, 

as it is for conventional food products. For example, the production processes for several types of 

alternative proteins are energy intensive, in some cases requiring higher energy inputs than the 

conventional proteins they could potentially replace (24). On the other hand, certain alternative protein 

products could reduce the risk of zoonotic diseases and antimicrobial resistance (25).  

From an economic and social standpoint, increased sales of plant-based-protein products create 

opportunities for farmers and rural communities. Repurposing production and a range of 

agricultural side streams and co-products for use in plant-based foods and alternative-protein 

production for feed could create new revenue for farmers. The diversification of the protein supply 

creates opportunities for new value chains, for both feed and food. 

4. Building a Resilient and Sustainable Protein System in the EU 
Scaling up sustainable plant-based protein production faces still significant barriers, despite a 

number of policy initiatives adopted to date to stimulate its development. The broad consultation of 

stakeholders identified several constraints, including the lower profitability of protein crops in particular 

linked to the availability of dedicated knowledge, skills and inputs, an underdeveloped value chain, 

infrastructure needs such as storage and processing, investment gaps and the need for closer cooperation 

among actors to de-risk transition decisions.  

Action is required at different governance levels and by different stakeholders to accelerate the 

development of the chain. Success will hinge on the ability to provide an integrated approach and 

create the right incentives for the development of both the supply and the demand for protein 

crops.   

The EU protein system of the future is built on the following pillars which will in turn make circularity 

and climate action a business case of the farmers: 

- Increasing open strategic autonomy by expanding sustainable EU protein supply; 

- Improving the resilience, competitiveness and preparedness of the wider EU protein system; 

- Strenghthening the EU protein value chains by improving market attractiveness and incentivising 

demand and promoting local solutions. 

4.1. Strengthening policy coordination  
A coherent transition depends on stronger consistency between the CAP and the EU’s competitiveness, 

research and innovation, energy, cohesion, environmental, climate, health, public procurement and trade 

policies, while also ensuring that public policies and private initiatives act jointly across the entire agri-

food chain, from production to consumption.  

Several actions are already underway but may need to be accelerated and integrated. In particular, as 

the EU raises its environmental and climate ambitions, its trade policy should ensure a non-

 
(24) European Parliament: European Parliamentary Research Service, Alternative protein sources for food and 

feed Service, April 2024.  

(25) UN environment programme, What's Cooking? An assessment of potential impacts of selected novel 

alternatives to conventional animal products, 8 December 2023. 
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Dedicated Protein Dialogues with Member States will provide a forum to exchange on best practices 

and monitor the implementation of the Protein Plan. The annual Food Dialogues, bringing together 

consumers, producers, industry, retailers, public authorities, and civil society provide another 

opportunity for exchanges and agenda setting. [Action 2.2 – dialogue with MS] 

4.2. Expanding sustainable EU protein supply  
The EU’s capacity to increase its strategic autonomy requires: 

• Incentives to stimulate protein crop cultivation  

• Toolbox of support measures for the farmers 

• Strengthening value chains and regional development  

• R&I 

• Enhancing grassland use and livestock integration  

Incentivising farmers to adopt diversified production systems with reduced fertiliser needs 

Sufficient incentives, investment support and risk management tools are needed to realise protein 

diversification. It is for the Member States, guided by Commission’s recommendations, to design their 

plans and strategies for protein diversification and address inherent trade-offs, given the structural 

constraints in Europe. These policy decisions will have to consider several aspects, including the types 

of crops, their suitability to agro-climatic conditions in a country, their protein content, “dual” purpose 

use (food and feed) and ability to be integrated into crop rotation. Certain crops, like soy, pulses and 

legumes, have a good potential and realistic chances of scaling up. In addition, legumes in a rotation 

support sustainable farming practices, reducing GHG emissions and enriching soil fertility through 

nitrogen fixation thereby reducing the need for fertilisers.  

Beyond the crop rotation and diversification requirement under the new farm stewardship, Member 

States can mobilise in the future CAP as proposed by the Commission a range of CAP tools, such as 

coupled income support (CIS) and the Agri-Environmental and Climate Actions (AECAs), to enhance 

the attractiveness of protein-rich crops at farm level. CIS levels have been increased and can support 

development of protein crops.  AECAs can support the cultivation of legumes, the use of manure, and 

the establishment of cover crops, while also promoting organic farming systems that integrate these 

practices.  

As an important novelty with significant potential, the Commission proposal foresees new transition 

payments proposed under the future CAP that can be seen as de-risking instruments. They will help 

farmers cover investment and adaptation costs associated with introducing protein crops into crop 

rotations, including new machinery, equipment adjustments, learning costs, and temporary increases in 

production or labour costs, as well as potential losses linked to lower profitability compared with 

alternative crops.  

The Commission will set EU-wide benchmarks that will enable the monitoring of improvement in 

the EU’s overall protein strategic autonomy. The market observatory for cereals, oilseeds and 

protein crops will strengthen its role to facilitate market monitoring and transparency in the protein 

sector.  

Member States will be encouraged through CAP recommendations to include measures in their NRP 

Plans that incentivise the production of legumes, as well as rapeseed and sunflower, supported by 

adequate advice and monitor the progress achieved. 

The next generation of farmers plays a key role in accelerating the transition, thanks to their 

entrepreneurial spirit, access to innovation and longer planning horizon. By supporting their 

modernisation, diversification, and innovation, the strategy for generational renewal in agriculture 

aligns with the development of the protein crop sector, contributing to the resilience, sustainability, and 
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competitiveness of the agri-food system. The Commission will recommend to the Member States to 

integrate protein diversification into their generational renewal strategies and young farmers 

starter pack measures, to provide sufficient incentives and business opportunities to young farmers.  

The role out of risk management instruments and financial instruments will further help farmers to 

take up protein crops in their farming business, as developed in the Livestock strategy. [Action 1.4 –

Monitoring use of local feed + EU strategic autonomy benchmark…] 

• Toolbox for enabling farmers to cultivate healthy and resilient protein crops 

In the Vision for Agriculture and Food, the Commission highlighted that farmers need the right toolbox 

to be able to produce, given the pressures from climate change and animal and plant health diseases. 

This is even more relevant for protein crops to improve the yields, quality and climate adapted varieties. 

Breeding programmes for protein crops should therefore focus on developing varieties that combine 

higher and more stable yields, improved tolerance to climate-related stresses (e.g. drought and extreme 

weather events), enhanced pest and disease resistance, and better nutritional quality, while preserving 

genetic diversity (27). 

Beyond the availability of suitable varieties, plant-health risks and weed control remain key barriers to 

protein crop adoption. To address this, the Commission proposed simplifying regulatory procedures for 

plant protection products, accelerating access to biocontrol pesticides, and make renewal processes 

more efficient and science-based. The Commission has also targeted Horizon Europe investment into 

plant protection which needs to continue to respond to existing and emerging diseases. Additionally, the 

genomic techniques regulatory framework has a significant potential in tackling cultivation challenges 

and bringing more climate-adapted solutions on the market.  

Knowledge sharing is key in supporting the wider uptake of protein crops. Cooperatives, EU CAP 

Networks and Horizon Europe funded thematic and advisory networks play an important role through 

joint action. Farm advisory services are also essential in supporting farmers. 

Access to modern machinery adapted to legumes and other protein crops is essential for precise sowing 

and harvesting, helping to improve yield reliability and product quality. CAP investments support plays 

an important role.  As these crops are often grown on relatively small areas, cooperatives can facilitate 

access to specialised equipment by sharing investment costs among farmers.  

• Strengthening value chains and regional capacities to improve market attractiveness 

Better value chain integration and demand generation are key “pull” factors to deliver change.  

The CAP post-2027 proposal strengthens the value chain by establishing a dedicated protein crop sector, 

mandating recognition of producer and interbranch organisations, thereby facilitating the collective 

actions, such as promotion measures, and requiring Member States to implement protein crop sectoral 

interventions to support investment, innovation, marketing, storage, and risk management.  

It is important that quality is reflected in the price and farmers get fair renumeration. Recent 

amendments to the Common Market Organisation aiming at strengthening trust across the food and 

feed chain, will facilitate greater use of contracts between farmers and other actors of the protein crop 

value chain to reduce risks when switching to those crops by improving price predictability, securing 

outlets, and clarifying demand by improving price predictability, securing outlets, and clarifying 

demand. 

In addition to CAP income support, the integrated planning and financing under the NRPP offers 

opportunities to support the development of value chains through investments that will strengthen the 

 
(27) Standing Committee on Agricultural Research, R&I for alternative protein sources towards strategic 

autonomy and sustainability in EU protein production, 6 May 2026. 

















 

20 
 

protein from oilseeds and protein crops originating from the EU and used as feed in the EU that was 

25% in 2025 will reach 35% in 2035. 

  






